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Planet	 is	 unique	 in	weaving	 discussion	 of	 these	 issues	 throughout	 all	 episodes	
rather	 than	keeping	 them	 to	a	dedicated	 final	episode.	However,	 although	Our	





tive	 impact	 on	 conservation.	 Despite	 links	 between	 information	 provision	 and	
behaviour	 change	 being	 complex	 and	 uncertain,	 nature	 documentaries	may,	 at	
least	in	theory,	elicit	change	in	a	number	of	ways.	They	may	increase	willingness	
amongst	viewers	 to	make	personal	 lifestyle	 changes,	 increase	 support	 for	 con‐
servation	organizations,	and	generate	positive	public	attitudes	and	subsequently	
social	norms	towards	an	issue,	making	policy	change	more	likely.
4.	 Netflix	 is	 certainly	bringing	biodiversity	 and	 the	 threats	 it	 faces	 into	 the	main‐
stream,	but	the	mechanisms	by	which	viewing	these	representations	translates	to	
concrete	behaviour	change	are	poorly	understood.	 Increasing	 interest	 in	robust	
impact	 evaluation,	 integrating	 qualitative	 and	 quantitative	methods,	means	 the	
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In	 April	 2019,	Netflix	 launched	 their	 big‐budget	 nature	 documen‐
tary,	Our	Planet.	Filmed	over	four	years	with	footage	from	50	coun‐
tries,	 the	 sumptuous	 production	 rivals	 any	 previous	 series	 in	 this	
genre.	While	high‐profile	nature	documentaries	have	been	criticized	
for	 ignoring	 the	 existential	 threats	 faced	by	 so	many	wild	 species	
(Monbiot,	2018;	Richards,	2013),	Our	Planet	explicitly	aims	to	both	
explore	the	‘rich natural wonders, iconic species and wildlife spectacles 






1  | HOW DIFFERENT IS OUR PL ANET?
Our	 Planet	 talks	 about	 the	 threats	 to	 species	 and	 ecosystems	
more	than	the	last	three	BBC‐produced,	high‐budget	nature	docu‐
mentaries	 (all,	 like	 Our	 Planet,	 narrated	 in	 English	 by	 Sir	 David	
Attenborough).	Nearly	15%	of	the	total	word	count	of	the	Our	Planet	
scripts	focuses	on	what	is	not	well	with	the	natural	world	(Figure	1).	
While	 this	 is	only	slightly	more	than	Blue	Planet	 II,	 talk	of	anthro‐
pogenic	 influence	 is	 woven	 into	 every	 episode	 rather	 than	 being	




of	Our	Planet.	While	Blue	Planet	 II	 devoted	 slightly	more	of	 their	




conservation	 effectiveness	 embedded	 in	 Our	 Planet,	 visually	 it	
is	 remarkably	 similar	 to	 previous	 such	 series.	 As	 one	 commenta‐
tor	noted	 ‘with	 the	sound	off,	viewers	could	easily	 think	 they	are	
watching	 Planet	 Earth’	 (Young,	 2019).	 While	 the	 script	 regularly	
talks	 about	 the	 threats	 facing	 the	 habitats	 and	 species	 that	 are	
shown,	 visual	 depictions	 of	 these	 threats	 remain	 rare.	 There	 are	
occasional	moments	which	do	 effectively	 show	viewers	 just	 how	










ting	 and	 visually	 stunning	 eight‐minute	 film,	 also	 narrated	 by	 Sir	
David	Attenborough,	which	is	available	on	the	accompanying	web‐
site	(How To Save Our Planet,	2019).	It	was	therefore	a	clear	editorial	
decision	to	keep	the	‘feel’	of	the	main	episodes	similar	to	previous	
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2  | WHY DO NATURE DOCUMENTARIES 
AVOID SHOWING HOW PEOPLE IMPAC T 





1997:	 ‘[this]	 tragic loss of wilderness presents the wildlife film‐maker 
with a fundamental dilemma. So long as we maintain the myth of nature, 
our programmes find a wide and appreciative audience. …But as view‐
ing figures adamantly prove, once we make a habit of showing the bad 
news, our audience slinks away’	(Mills,	1997).	The	spectacular	images	
revealing	the	grandeur	of	nature	in	Our	Planet	may	inspire	and	mo‐
bilize	concern	for	the	remaining	biodiversity	found	on	Earth.	While	
fear	 and	 guilt	 are	 often	 used	 to	 engage	 viewers,	 the	 importance	
of	hope	should	not	be	overlooked	 (Howell,	2011;	Moser	&	Dilling,	






There	 is	 also	 the	 risk	 that	 by	 erasing	 evidence	of	 people	 from	
the	 land/seascapes	 shown,	 wildlife	 documentaries	 further	 embed	
the	idea	that	wild	places	are	‘for’	nature,	and	any	people	there	are	
interlopers	(Sandbrook	&	Adams,	2013).	This	is	potentially	troubling,	









3 | HOW MIGHT NATURE 
DOCUMENTARIES MAKE A POSITIVE 
CONTRIBUTION TO CONSERVATION  
EFFORTS?













While	 requiring	 nature	 documentaries	 to	 contribute	 directly	 to	
conservation	through	levying	a	tax	seems	unlikely	to	be	helpful,	it	
is	 certainly	 legitimate	 to	question	whether	nature	documentaries	
can	 indeed	make	a	positive	contribution	 to	conservation	 through	
less	direct	means.
Nature	documentaries	often	have	a	wide	reach.	Planet	Earth	II	
was	watched	 by	many	millions	when	 it	 first	 came	out	 and	 is	 now	
available	to	stream	on	Netflix.	A	producer	of	Our	Planet	has	stated	
they	hope	to	reach	a	billion	people	(Singh,	2019);	the	episodes	are	
available	 simultaneously	 in	 150	 countries	 in	 10	 languages.	 How	





Cottrell,	 &	Dierkes,	 2018;	 Kollmuss	&	Agyeman,	 2002).	 However,	
nature	documentaries	may	elicit	 change	 in	 a	number	of	ways.	 For	
example,	 they	 have	 been	 shown	 to	 increase	 environmental	 sen‐
sitivity	 toward	 the	 species	 they	 portray,	 which	 is	 associated	with	




behaviour	 change/intentions	 to	 change	 (Beattie,	 Sale,	 &	McGuire,	
2011;	Hofman	&	Hughes,	2018;	Howell,	2011;	Lin,	2013).	While	they	
generally	report	positive	effects,	the	reliability	and	validity	of	these	
measures	 are	 questionable	 and	 observations	 of	 actual	 behaviour	
change	(though	tricky	to	track)	would	strengthen	the	evidence	base	
(Steg	&	Vlek,	2009).
Documentaries	 also	 have	 the	 potential	 to	 increase	 support	
for	 conservation	 or	 conservation	 organizations	 through	 an	 in‐
crease	in	volunteering,	wildlife	tourism,	or	direct	donations.	They	
may	also	generate	positive	public	attitudes	and	subsequently	so‐
cial	 norms	 towards	 an	 issue,	making	 policy	 change	more	 likely.	
The	 final	 episode	 of	 the	 2017	 documentary	 Blue	 Planet	 II	 has	
been	widely	credited	with	 influencing	UK	policy	change	on	ma‐
rine	 plastics	 (the	 so‐called	 “Blue	 Planet	 effect”;	 Schnurr	 et	 al.,	
2018).	However,	 the	extent	 to	which	the	documentary,	and	the	
resulting	public	 outcry,	 directly	 influenced	policy	 change	 is	 not	
well	understood.
Our	 Planet	 has	 gone	 further	 than	 previous	 documentaries	 to	
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4  | HOW COULD THE IMPAC T OF NATURE 
DOCUMENTARIES BE STUDIED?


























the	wider	 experience.	Nature	 documentaries	 are	 often	 associated	










imental	 approaches	 (such	 as	 Before‐After	 Control‐Intervention,	
e.g.	Veríssimo	et	al.,	2018)	may	be	more	appropriate	to	capture	the	
impact	of	nature	documentaries	as	experienced	by	the	target	pop‐




Elimination	 Theory	 or	 Most	 Significant	 Change,	 will	 therefore	 be	

















Attenborough)	 as	 a	 child	was	 a	 key	 source	of	 inspiration	 for	 their	
career	choice	(e.g.	Fishwick,	2016).	In	a	world	where	outdoor	nature	
experiences	are	becoming	rarer	(Pergams	&	Zaradic,	2006;	Soga	&	
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